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individuals who are seeking to use museums for
their own self-seeking ends. It is not appropriate to
use museum resources to try to resolve political
struggles which have been centuries in the making
and which have the potential to distract museums
from their broader educational mission. Instead,
museums must seek out and work with those mem-
bers of the public who value the democratic process
and wish to work cooperatively for the benefit of the
wider society.

Museums have to commit their resources to creat-
ing and pursuing conversations with the public about
what new roles museums can play in a rapidly
changing physical and social environment. Finally,
museums should encourage a broad public involve-
ment by promoting careers in museum work within
the education system, by educating the public about
the traditional and changing role of museums and by
visibly contributing at many levels to the quality of
life in their communities.

I am not sure all of us are ready for this emerging
brand of museclogy but, with the stakes this high,
we had better be. Museum workers have worked
hard to obtain and honour the public trust vested in
museums and we will have to continue to work hard
not to lose it. M
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In search of meaning:
“Reflective practice”
and museums

Douglas Worts

To this museum educator/evaluator, cultural institu-
tions such as museums are essentially charged with
the responsibility of facilitating a process of human
growth (be it intellectual, emotional, spiritual or
social) that can and does occur when people interact
in a “meaningful” way with objects that are at once
both unique and highly symbolic. It is through this
growth that an individual can develop a sense of his/
her own personal identity, as well as an understand-
ing of hig’/her relationship to a set of collective values,
beliefs and behaviours. Quite a mission for a
museum!

This paper is organized on two levels. Beginning
the analysis are some of the broad contemporary
issues facing museum professionals, particularly edu-
cators, as viewed through the notion of “reflective
practice” introduced at the 1990 AAM Conference by
Mary Ellen Munley. A parallel discussion, presented
as an annotated model of the complexity of the visitor
experience, offers a departure for the examination of
the role of museums both in society and in the lives of
individuals,

Museums have traditionally performed two basic
functions in their efforts to contribute to the well-
being of society. Both are in need of review. The first
is the selection/collection of cultural objects that con-
tain meaning and significance on a scale that
warrant their being held in trust by a museum. The
criteria for the requisite assessment of desirability or
“quality”, particularly within the realm of art,
remains largely unarticulated and therefore contin-
ues to be something of a mystery for most individuals
in society. The second major function that museums
must perform, and the main subject here, is that of
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“Reflective
Practice”... is
one practical

creating an adequate scenario — a container if you
will — for a meaningful experience to take place
between a visitor and the artworks. This notion of
meaningful experience is yet another area where
there is great mystery, largely because we as
museum professionals have not been able to articu-
late the components and the contributing forces of
such experiences. It is difficult to be sure when, or if,
they happen.

Recent research and evaluation in exhibit and pro-
gramme development has unquestionably yielded
new insights into the complexity of the visitor experi-
ence. Yet, for this educator, forays into museum

way of research and evaluation have additionally led to ever
consciously more difficult questions about the very nature of
acknowledging “meaning” in human lives. It is increasingly clear
the myriad that paths of enquiry into these foundational issues
issues that can bg drawn f.'rom the wprk of opher disciplines,

) potentially offering museum professionals new ways
1nﬂl}elnce of understanding the challenges of cultural institu-
visitor tions. Cognitive Science, Environmental Psychology,
experiences... Communications, Sociology, Anthropology and Depth

that a discipline-based approach to understanding
how meaning is generated in museums is critical if
we as museum professionals are to fully and con-
siously comprehend our task. Yet it may be
impossible to construct a theoretical framework for

continued on page 14...

Psychology are some of these paths. Yet it remains a
daunting task to integrate these disciplines into the
operation of museums,

“Reflective Practice”, which is an exciting form of
public programme development in museums that
Mary Ellen Munley discussed at the 1990 AAM
Conference, is one practical way of consciously
acknowledging the myriad issues that influence visi-
tor experiences while proceeding with the business of
operating public programmes in museums. It seems

"From Humble Beginnings: A Traditional Belief"

Art Object

traditional source of "meaning"

Figure 1 It is a long-standing, traditional notion thal muscums exist Lo represent the
interests of the culturally significant things that they collect. There arc many assump-
tions inherent in this notion that arc increasingly being challenged by muscum
professionals. One of these assumptions is that objects somehow contain “meaning”.
Another is that the public education function of muscums is 10 transfer the knowledge
about objects from the object/museum Lo the visitor. A third traditional notion is that
“understanding” about culturally significant things is an objective truth. These and
many other assumplions are no longer taken for granted within muscums, and there is a
major movement afoot that is attempling to redefline the very nature of the muscum
experience within a more holistic framework. .
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"Personal Meaning: A Complex Process"

Art Object
Functions as both:
1 . specific object
- activates archetypal
associations (symbolic)

Perception

Apperception
(meaning)

- motivations

- associations

- expectations

- receptivity

- skills

- existing knowledge

- self-confidence

- presence of other
mediating forces )

Figure 2 It is a simple cnough concept to understand that Lthe museum experience is
not bascd on the visitor absorbing “knowledge™ from an outer source (e.g. an art object
or contexlual malerial), but rather is the resull of a process of exchange in which the
visitor’s scnsc perception brings a range of information into his or her mind, where it is
processed with all of that person’s past experiences, intuition, feclings, imagination,
intellectual resources and capabilitics, to produce “meaning” (apperception). Mixed
into the process are the powerful presences of such forces as cxpectations, motivations,
associations, and self-confidence, which bear heavily on how the visitor sorts and
assesscs the information reccived through the senses. This notion is a radical departure
from the traditional belief in the object being the focus of museum concems. It sug-
gests that, while there is a critical role [or the cultural object, the museum experience
itsell is a process that occurs within the individual. It is also important to recognize
that, although an individual relates to a museum object very specifically and con-
cretely, that object also functions as a symbol activating archetypal associations within
the visitor (c.g. beauty, grief, aggression, spirituality, etc.). The implication of this
broadening of focus beyond the object is that we, as muscum professionals, must better
understand the very nature of how people make sense and meaning of their world. In
order to do this, we must look Lo a range of other disciplines for clues. Some of these
include cognitive science, sociology, depth psychology, communications, environmen-
tal psychology, and more.
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"The Psychic Sides of Personal Meaning"
The Experi
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Figure 3 Beyond the numerous componcents that inform an individual’s personal expe-
ricnce is the daunting complexity of the psychic process that channels the individual's
cnergy towards the establishment of a sense of “meaning”. The dynamics that occur
between individuals and the world outside themselves (in this case muscum objects,
museum environments, contextual information, other people, clc.) is one very impor-
tant dimension of experience — the Interpsychic, for lack of a better term. By drawing
on the experience of many related disciplines, (e.g. cognitive science, communications,
environmental psychology, eic.) museums can help themselves to better understand
how 10 create public programmes, especially exhibits, that will have optimal interpsy-
chic results with our audicnces. A second arca of psychic dynamic that is critical 1o
understanding more aboul museum expericnces is the interaction between the con-
scious and unconscious realms of an individual — the Intrapsychic. Recently, many
museum educators have recognized that emotional responses of visitors are extremely
important aspeets of muscum experience. These responses are not consciously con-
trolled by the individual, but rather spring from the unconscious, and arc cither
accepted or rejected by the conscious “self”. Similarly, the unconscious can create
imaginal responses to any given situation which are significant for the individual, quite
apart from whatever “objective” learning that might result from the acquisition of any
given factual information, These two related areas of psychic dynamics lic at the core
of human cxperience. Muscum professionals need to betier understand the nature of
these psychic processes if they are to support individuals in flinding optimal levels of
personal meaning with cullural objects.
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" A Case for the Role of "Identity" in Experience"
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Figure 4 As individuals experience the world around them, they develop an increas-
ingly complex scnse of who they are, both as individuals and as members of a
collective, be it a community, an ethnic group, or more generally as a human being.
Within this lauter frame of collective identification, a person’s experiences with cultu-
rally significant objects can help develop their sense of identification with one cultural
group and a sensc of both similarity with, and differences from, other cultural groups.
Having a sensc of belonging to a group is a very important aspect of the psychic needs
of every individual. But purely cultural identities are far from homogeneous, largely
because they are affected by other forces within the social fabric. An example of this is
cconomic status, For example, if two people arc developing their ties with a cultural
tradition, and onc of these people lives within a lower economic stratum while the sec-
ond lives in affluence, the ways in which these individuals relate to the cullural group
may be strikingly dillerent. This type of modern stress on cultural frameworks is made

continued on bottom of page 14...
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Museums are
mediators —
facilitating,

focussing and

amplifying the
interactions of
people, things

and ideas...

cortinued from page (3.,

action, given the complexity of the museum experi-
ence, by drawing on other disciplines and past
experience. This is where the notion of the “reflective
practitioner” is useful. Mary Ellen credits Donald
Schén, and his bock entitled Educating the Reflective
Practitioner, as key to this concept. She elaborated on
what the term means to her in the following way:

“The process Schén tells us is one of conducting
what he calls a reflective conversation with a
unique and uncertain situation. Say you have to
create an exhibit or a lesson or a program. You
frame the problem, it’s not given to you. You may
even have to reframe it. You suggest a direction
for reshaping it. The practitioner steps into the
situation and becomes very close. You are part of
it. And then you conduct an experiment to dis-
cover what consequences and implications follow
from the way that you see what's pgoing on.
Teaching recognizes this process, especially when
you are doing teaching that involves genuine
interaction with the people that you are working
with, And the reflective conversations yield some
new discoveries which call for new reflection and
action. That's intelligent practice.”

In this way, the body of knowledge in the field
actually springs from work in the field. It seems clear
that, beyond the exploratory work that occurs in this
process of reflective practice, the refleclive practi-
tioner also neceds to be aware of and consciously
integrate pertinent knowledge gained from other dis-
ciplines — Lo temper the theory with practice and the
practice with theory. No theoretical framework will
ever be perfect, but struggling to achieve a common
language of understanding within the profession will
help us to advance.

An important issue emerges (one that may compli-
cate our musings about how best to facilitate
meaningful experiences for visitors) when we con-
sider this process within the context of the museum
setting. Museums are mediators — facilitating, focus-
sing and amplifying the interactions of people, things
and ideas. If meaningful experiences are understood
as contributing to the growth of the individual by
leading to a realization of both one's personal

even more intense by the increasing reality ol the global village. Therefore, the
museum cxperience should be understood as a complex phenomena in which personal
and collective lorces are funclioning within the individual and mediating the way in
which a culural object comes 1o have meaning for them. This process forms part, but
not all, of the prima materia of identity development in the indivitual.

14
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"Enter the Museum..."
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Figure 5 The museum experience is not only affected by the personal and collective
values that any one individual has evolved during their lifetime, but is also affected by
the agents of collective values, in this case the muscum, which plays a large role in
determining issucs of quality and significance within the realm of art and history. The
presence of the muscum as a mediator of an individual's experience is not insignifi-
cant. This is particularly true when the associations with the mediator has its own
distinct character. When individuals associate such a mediator as authoritative and
unchallengeable, then the personal response of a visitor to a particular exhibit may be
affected. This is not an argument for the climination of such medialing agencies, but
rather an argument for making the role of these agencies clear and public, so individu-
als can relate 10 them.as best they can.
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authority and one’s relationship to collective values,
then where does the notion of museum as mediator
fit? Museums are by their very nature authoritative
structures that represent the perspective of the col-
lective. How does an individual retain a sense of
personal authority «(nd responsibility for their experi-
ences if the museum'’s authority is overbearing? It
may be that the institutionalization of culture within
museums has created a confusing and problematic
split between “subjective” and “objective” meanings
during visitor experiences. As museum professionals,
we need to remain aware of the source of psychic
energy that lies at the heart of human experiences if
we are to understand how best to optimize the
museum environment. Experimental programme
development and innovative audience research will
be critical aspects of this work. It should be noted,
however, that great care must be taken to ensure
that sufficient importance is given to subjective and
idiosyncratic meaning-making during museum visits,
as well as to the more traditional orientation to col-
lective meanings.

Exhibit and programme developers need to step
back from the existing models of learning and become
more experimental in their interactions with the pub-
lic — reflecting on and documenting the strategies
they are using as well as the reactions they stimulate
in visitors. If this tack is taken, then new models of
museum learning, based on relevancy of the experi-
ence for the visitor, may be developed with results
that differ from some of the existing learning models
which are aggressively cognitive or behavioural. One
conceivable model, possibly based on the elimination
of those obstacles within the institutions that inhibit
people from making personal connections, might

Figure 6 There are several ways in which the issue of authority bears on the muscum
cxperience. Within the psyche of the individual, a museum cxpericnce can provoke
conflict between the rational/cognilive, the affeclive, and the imaginal responses to an
exhibit. For example, a conlemporary arl exhibit may produce certain emotional or
imaginal responses within a visitor, but these responses may be suppresscd because the
drive to rationally understand the artist’s intentions dominates that individual. In a
sense, individuals will often deny their own subjectively generated meanings in defer-
ence to the “objective” truth that they associate with the museum and expect should
exist in all art muscum experiences. In this way, the issuc of authorily needs to be scen
both as a tension within the individual (a matter of self-confidence in one's own abili-
tics, particularly the subjective and irrational abilitics), and as a lension between the
authority of the individual and that of the muscum as a mediating force within society.
Medialing forces can have profound inflluence on how a person expericnces something
and it takes a strong sense of self-confidence on the part of the individual 1o stand up to
the authority of a socially sanctioned institution. -
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e

better encourage and support the internal motivation
of the visitor to find their own highly personal mean-
ing (which may in fact turn out to be a gateway into
more cognitive learning experiences). Another possi-
bility might be a model of proactively supporting the
visitor (e.g. through a specially designed computer

"The Issue of Authority"
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program) in determining their own very subjective

path of enquiry — empowering visitors to take respon- "The Social Agenda"
sibility for their experience rather than expecting the Relationship ta :
institution to “teach” them something. (See Figures Collective
1-7 and accompanying discussion for such a model
and the discussion surrcunding it.) “Cottural - Behavioural
Through an attitudinal shift amongst museum Values Nerms
... museums staff, towards questioning the larger issues of how a = Collective - Collective
h ; : : Moralit Memor The Museum
have the person's personal and cultural identity evolves and is y * Y Medi
capacity to reinforced, as well as through a renewed commit- iy eciator
1 ment to the collaboration between educators and
. ayan evaluators, [ am convinced thal museums have the Individual
important, capacity to play an important, catalytic role in how 5
catalytic members of our society develop a sense of identity — Art Object
role... bo}t]h tF!ersonal identity and their relationship to a + Functions as both:
collective. T
The Art Gallery of Ontario is attempting Lo bring Persopal _aﬁﬂ‘.aw::jri::ﬂypa,
an awareness of these “reflective practice” issues into / \ associations
its current programme development. It is bringing Intrapsychic Interpsychic (symbolic)

museum and non-museumn expertise together in :

order to support museological progress. In order for dynamics (le. dynamics (Le. Iostitutional
advances to be made, it seems very important that comcpupand yetating to Authority
museums acknowledge that there is much to learn Hasmsseiiony: selitelR et avblier ot
about the human needs that museum experiences thron gl ersies) vertaki .
can help meet. This may well require that museums r Sﬂﬂﬂlﬂﬂﬂlﬁﬂﬁ collective values

relinquish some of their traditional claims of knowl- EsEnrekiiiite

edge of, and authority over, its collections, in order to | the objective
establish a more functional relationship to individu- Lodiidual "ruths" about
als and collectives. It will take all of the cooperation =S its collections
we can muster — between curators, educators, evalua- rablbnakcapive - engages in
tors, conservators, and many others — if we are to relating of museum education and
position ourselves at the point of maximum relevancy experlence to past interpretation
for our publics. The challenges are great, but the experiences and
potential seems even greater! MR knowledge
(CONSCIOUS)
- Irrational, affectlve
Figure 7 It is very clear from muscological and other research (e.g. Silverman, 1990) responses to the
that people do not visit museums simply to have interactions with cullurally significant museum experlence
objects. One very important item on the agendas of many visitors is the social dimen- (UNCONSCIOUS)

sion of a museum experience. People use muscum visits to help define, develop and

affirm their rclationships with others — family, friends, lovers, cte. This social agenda Examples: Leads to Other (non-art-related)

provides an impertant and powerful context for experience that muscums need to know - visiting with a friend

more about if they are to support experiences that include cullurally significant objects - family outing - how the individuals relate to each other, through
as critical touchstones. This need to know more about the social dimension of museum 1mplics: the art and museum experience (conscious and
experiences is not simply to be able o belter use this powerful context, but also to - strong interpersonal unconscious, rational and irrational)
acknowledge thal there are many authority issues within the social agenda that nced to dynamics that arc based

be more clearly understood and acknowledged by all involved. For example, it is not on other (non-art) issues

uncommon to encounler visiting couples or families that contain one “experl” who is - conscious and unconsclous

seen as the guide Lthrough the experience. There is some evidence that there is a link dynamics (often related

within families between this authority figure and the father. If muscums aim to to power and identity are

empower individuals to find and express their own authority and rcalize their own functioning between the

potentials, then there must be a recognition that the social agenda is a complex foree (o \ Yisitors) Y,

be reckoned wilh. =T
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The role of museums
in natural history
conservation:

A western Canadian
perspective

W. Bruce McGillivray

Western Canada is a region that assimilates much
biological and cultural diversity under a single
rubric. Generally it includes the three prairie prov-
inces — Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta — but
excludes British Columbia as a biological and cultu-
ral outlier.

The prairie provinces share parts of three large
natural regions — the grasslands, aspen parkland and
boreal forest. All three regions can be considered
threatened habitats, It is estimated that in Alberta,
two-thirds of the Mixed Grassland and 95% of the
Northern Fescue Grassland have been lost.(1)
Ninety-five percent of the Aspen Parkland is gone
and extensive logging leases granted recently for
development in the boreal forest are a concern to con-
servationists, Comparable figures for losses of
particular habitats in Saskatchewan and Manitoba
are given by Rowe(1) and Coupland.(2)

Concomitant with habitat loss is the disappearance
of species that are habitat specialists. Several prairie
species have either been extirpated recently or are
threatened with extinction. Well-known examples
include Swift Fox (Vulpes velox — extirpated but rein-
troduced), Greater Prairie Chicken (Tympanuchus
cupido — extirpated), Black-footed Ferret (Mustela
nigripes — extirpated), Burrowing Owl (Athene cunic-
ularia — threatened), Baird's Sparrow (Ammodramus
bairdi — threatened) and Mountain Plover
(Charadrius montanus — endangered).(3)

Museums are rarely considered to be significant
players in either the study or conservation of
endangered habitats and species. In fact, museum
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